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BOOK REVIEWS
The Sea Shell Islands: A History of Sanibel and Captiva. By Elinore M. Dormer. Revised
Edition. (Tallahassee, 1979. Rose Printing Company. Photographs. Illustrations. Bibliography.
Index. Pp. 265. Cloth.)
This updating of an earlier volume brings the history of Sanibel and Captiva up to the present.
Mrs. Dormer, with a trained eye for colorful detail, traces the story of the islands from their
geological beginnings to the classical conflict between resident and developer.
The evidence of early Indian inhabitants is brought up to date with reports of new
archeological discoveries. The more exciting stories of Spanish explorations and the
ever-intriguing, if apocryphal, tales of legendary pirates are recounted with gusto.
We are told of the first American settlers and the eventual establishment of the islands as an
on-going agricultural community that was wiped out by a hurricane. The island population then
settled into an isolated residential community with tourism its main industry.
Then, in 1963, over the objections of most residents, came a new causeway that linked, the
islands with the rapidly growing mainland. The author’s original volume ends here in these
words: “With the islands under siege, the future was uncertain. After 473 years, the
conquistadores and traders were back – in search of wealth.”
She now recounts this uncertain future. Time has allowed her to supply more details of the
bitter fight over the causeway which was promoted by outside financiers.
When the causeway struggle was lost, residents still expected growth to be kept orderly
through their local zoning authority. But to their dismay, the courts declared this illegal. The
islands were at the mercy of a county commission which, the author suggests, was dominated by
the building and related industries.
This led to the long and ultimately successful struggle to win for Sanibel its own city
government. With this, Sanibel residents achieved some measure of control.
Many old timers, however, believe it came too late. The conquistadores and traders got their
wealth, but the islanders lost a treasured way of life.
Griffing Bancroft
The Plant Pioneers. The Story of the Reasoner Family, Pioneer Florida Horticulturists and Their
Nursery. By Norman J. Pinardi. (Torrington, Conn., 1980. Rainbow Press. Photographs. Pp. 216.
Paper.)
Norman J. Pinardi, a senior vice-president of Bradenton’s Inter-City National Bank, indulges
his love of writing in a splendidly illustrated, up-to-date history of Florida’s “Oldest
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Egbert and Sarah Reasoner, 1895.
Photograph from The Plant Pioneers by Norman J. Pinardi.

continuously operated nursery and family business.” This is a history to which any family would
be proud to put their name. Many of the original research materials were gathered by Mrs. Julia
Reasoner Hastings from family documents and nursery records prior to her death in 1975. In
1977 her history of the nursery’s founders, Pliny and Egbert Norman Reasoner, was published in
a 73-page booklet entitled The Reasoner Brothers: Florida’s Pioneer Nurserymen. The booklet
detailed the brothers’ arrival in Florida, the early family history and the founding of the nursery.
Norman Pinardi has taken this information as his starting point but The Plant Pioneers extends
far beyond the earlier work in scope. It intermingles the Reasoner family history very well with
the story of the nursery's successes and the history of the Manatee-Sarasota area and its growth.
The Reasoner’s love affair with Florida began in 1881, when the 17 year-old Pliny Reasoner
toured the state searching for the perfect place to begin an orange grove. Taken from Pliny
Reasoner’s own letters and journals, this is an extremely clear first-hand examination of both
“tourist” Florida and “cracker” life in Florida before the turn of the century.
Pliny Reasoner’s report of the Charles Abbe murder and ensuing manhunt for the vigilantes
through the piney woods of the Manatee-Sarasota area is a unique report of the state of post
civil-war Southerner-Yankee relations.
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Later chapters cover the family’s arrival and reactions to their new Florida home, the Reasoner
Brothers’ introduction of new plant species into Florida, and the search for rare native palm and
plant species. The two chapters describing the deaths of Pliny Reasoner in 1881 and the death of
Egbert Norman Reasoner’s son, also named Pliny, in 1912, are moving accounts.
Like many other Florida families, the Reasoner family faced the twentieth century’s
depression, world wars, and Florida’s postwar boom period. Few other families left such a
testament of beauty throughout the state.
The Plant Pioneers is a well balanced narrative and a very “good read” for plant fanciers,
students and lovers of Florida’s history, and the general reading public. The only noticeable thing
lacking is an index for plants and one for the people and places. It is to be hoped that in 2001 a
later author will continue the history, with indexes.
Pamela N. Gibson
Biscuits and ’Taters. A History of Cattle Ranching in Manatee County. By Joe G. Warner.
(Bradenton, 1980. Great Outdoors Publishing Company. Photographs. Maps. Bibliography.
Index. Pp. vi, 95. Paper.)
Biscuits and ’Taters tells you much you’ll enjoy knowing – but didn’t know whom to ask –
about the early Florida cowhunters and cattle ranching in Manatee County from about 1845 to
1940.
In 1845, Manatee County extended southward from Tampa Bay to the Caloosahatchee River,
embracing nearly 4,700 square miles of palmetto scrub and piney woods. Seven counties
presently lie within this perimeter.
Written by Joe G. Warner, a fifth generation Manatee Countian and retired cattleman, Biscuits
and ’Taters is an historically accurate anecdotal account of the pioneer families who overcame
Indian attacks, wild animals, frequent adverse weather conditions, and livestock diseases such as
fever ticks and screwworms, to establish the County’s still-flourishing cattle industry. It is the
story, too, of the loneliness and back-breaking work endured by a rugged, courageous breed of
men and women. In addition to the ranching aspects, the narrative also touches upon many other
facets of area history.
Unlike the western cowboy, traditionally romanticized in story and song, the early Florida
cowhunter has received scant literary attention. A reason, perhaps, is that he lacked the
glamorous appearance of his western brethren. As described by Warner, the cowhunter’s work
clothes were strictly utilitarian and utterly devoid of style.
The title of Warner’s book derives, with some affection, from the fact that before the roundups,
or cowhunts as they were called, the womenfolk baked large quantities of biscuits and sweet
potatoes. These supplemented the cowhunter’s in-the-saddle menu that consisted of a slab of
salty bacon, coffee, and sometimes an onion for dessert. The absence of refrigeration or stoves
made spartan fare a necessity during the grueling weeks cowhunters rode the rangeland
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